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Small Business, Big Impact:  

Entrepreneurs at the Heart of Thriving Communities for 250 Years 

 

Chair Ernst, Ranking Member Markey and Members of the Committee: 

I am Joe Polizzi, President and CEO of Town & Country Supermarket, a family-owned business 

operating 28 grocery stores and four hardware stores in Missouri and Arkansas.  On behalf of my 

wife, Amber, our children, Maria and Lydia, and our entire family, thank you for allowing me to 

appear before you to discuss the role of small businesses in their communities.  I would like to 

extend a special “thank you” to Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri for the invitation. This is a 

topic that our family is passionate about and it is an honor and privilege to share our story and 

discuss the importance of small businesses in our country. 

Our History 

The story of Town & Country is a classic example of the “American Dream” realized, and is a 

story shared by countless other small, family-owned businesses across this nation.  Amber’s 

grandfather, Wayne Gott, was born in 1931 in Crossroads, Missouri.  When Wayne was 18, he 

was a graduate of Ava (MO) High School and recently married to his high school sweetheart, 

Betty.  His father, Bryan, offered Wayne an ownership interest in the family farm if he would run 

the operation.  Already the independent thinker, Wayne politely turned his dad down, and told 

him what he really wanted to do with his life was sell groceries.  Wayne borrowed $250 from a 

bank, bought a truck and delivered milk for a few years.  During that time, Wayne and Betty had 

their first son, Dennis, in 1952.  While they got by doing that, Wayne wanted more.   

With a loan from Wayne’s father, Wayne and Betty bought their first general store in 

Bradleyville, MO in 1954.  Shortly after that, in 1955, their second son, Roger, was born.  The 

business was doing fine, but they realized that the store in Bradleyville had reached its maximum 

potential.  In 1962, they sold the general store, packed up their young family and moved to 

Salem, MO to open a store there.  That was the beginning of our company that exists today.  

Not satisfied with one successful grocery store, Wayne began to expand into additional locations.  

Then, around 1971, Wayne and two partners, formed a second corporation, based out of 

Fredericktown, MO, which also owned and operated grocery stores. That second corporation 

grew quickly as well and was eventually sold to the employees.  Those two companies, over the 

years, collectively operated dozens of stores and employed thousands of people.  

Still not satisfied with operating two successful grocery businesses, in the mid-1970s, Wayne 

and his partners began buying banks in Missouri.  Eventually, the Gott family became the sole 

owners of Town & Country Bank, and that company now has 11 branches in Missouri. 

Since the beginning, the business approach was simple: Work hard, treat customers well, offer 

good products at fair prices, and become part of the communities you serve.  Over 64 years later, 

those principles still guide us. Our stores provide jobs and careers, support schools and 



community organizations, do business with other local companies, and serve as gathering places 

in communities across our region. 

While the stores and the banks are successful today, that is not to say there were not struggles 

along the way.  There were times when it was not certain that they would make payroll or be able 

to pay their vendors.  However, like most great entrepreneurs, Wayne always believed that he 

would find a way.  Failure just was not an option for him.  He would work harder and smarter 

and pull himself out of hard times. 

Wayne and Betty would eventually turn over store operations to their son, Dennis, and banking 

operations to their other son, Roger.  However, like most great entrepreneurs in small towns, 

Wayne would not really retire.  Well into his 80s, he spent almost every day other than Sunday in 

the Salem deli, where he could wait on and visit with customers. 

Over the past several years, Wayne, Betty, Dennis and Roger have all passed away, and 

leadership of the stores and banks has passed to the third generation, which includes my wife and 

I and her two cousins, Lindsey and Nathan.  With the lessons learned and wisdom imparted from 

the generations before, and with the same entrepreneurial spirit, we continue to move forward, 

even in challenging times. 

As America celebrates its 250th anniversary, I believe our family’s experience says something 

important about American entrepreneurship. Starting a business is part of that story; but so is 

creating the conditions that allow that business to survive, grow, pass from one generation to 

another, and continue investing in its communities. 

The Economic Impact of America’s Independent Grocers 

Independent grocers may operate individual stores in communities across the country, but 

collectively our economic impact is significant. 

An economic analysis commissioned by the National Grocers Association (NGA) found that 

independent grocers generate more than $557 billion in annual economic activity, representing 

nearly 2 percent of U.S. gross domestic product. Our industry supports nearly 1.5 million 

American jobs while generating billions of dollars in wages and tax revenue. 

That impact extends well beyond the checkout line. NGA data shows that roughly one-third of 

the industry’s economic impact comes through our supply chains and employee spending. When 

an independent grocer invests in a store, those dollars reach wholesalers, truck drivers, farmers 

and ranchers, food producers, equipment suppliers and other small businesses. 

We see that firsthand at Town & Country.  Our approximately 1,100 associates are our 

neighbors. Our children may go to school together. For many, a grocery store is their first job. 

For others, it becomes a lifelong career. We have people who start in our stores as teenagers and 

go on to become department managers, store managers and company leaders. 

We also support schools, youth sports, charities and civic organizations. As successful as Wayne 

was in business, his most treasured accomplishments came through his community efforts.  In 



fact, he would say that his success in business was a blessing that enabled him to do good things 

for others.  Those values lived on through Dennis and Roger and still drive us today. 

Since the company’s inception, it has strived to be an integral piece of the communities it serves.  

Along with other locally-owned small businesses, you will see Town & Country’s name on 

school scoreboards, the back of youth sports t-shirts, and as sponsors of countless charitable 

endeavors.  When a fire destroyed one of our stores, in a town that had no other full-service 

grocery stores, the company bought a large passenger van to take customers to the next closest 

store nearly 15 miles away.  Once the store was rebuilt, the van was donated to a church.  When 

a tornado ripped through one of our towns causing significant damage to our store and leaving 

large portions of town without power, we opened our doors late in the evening to distribute food 

and water to those in need, most notably the first responders working throughout the night.  

These are just two of many examples of small businesses doing things, without much fanfare, 

that are typically not done in small towns by large, national corporations. 

Perhaps the best illustration of the impact of the small, independent grocer came during the 

Covid-19 pandemic.  Our industry was essential in getting through those uniquely challenging 

times.  Our employees worked long hours to serve customers and keep shelves stocked as much 

as possible, all while being concerned for their own safety.  The adaptability, problem-solving 

capabilities and ingenuity of the small entrepreneur allowed us to respond in many cases quicker 

and better than the big box retailers that are not set up to pivot quickly.  Those efforts helped 

keep a crisis from becoming complete chaos. 

All of this matters particularly in the smaller and rural communities we serve. Even in today’s 

age of online ordering and delivery, the local grocery store still serves as a gathering place, a 

source of employment and an opportunity to keep money local. When an independent grocery 

store succeeds, the benefits ripple throughout the community. When one disappears, a 

community can lose jobs, investment, charitable support and convenient access to fresh food.   

Regulation Should Recognize Small Business Realities  

To understand how public policy affects businesses like ours, it helps to understand the 

economics of the grocery industry. 

Grocery stores typically operate on net profit margins of roughly 1 to 2 percent. We are a high-

volume, low-margin business with very little room between what comes through the register and 

what ultimately reaches the bottom line. 

At the same time, we face rising costs for labor and benefits, utilities, insurance, transportation, 

maintenance and repairs, payment processing, technology and new equipment. Our customers 

are also extremely price-conscious and expect us to deliver value every day. 

When our costs increase, we must absorb them, find efficiencies elsewhere, delay investments, 

or ultimately account for them by raising retail prices. 

That is why it is important for policymakers and regulators to consider the cumulative impact 

and unintended consequences of regulation on small businesses. 



While a large corporation may have entire departments devoted to regulatory compliance, 

independent businesses generally do not. Every new reporting requirement, equipment mandate 

or compliance deadline consumes resources that could otherwise be invested in employees, 

stores and customers. 

Refrigeration is a good example. A supermarket cannot operate without it, and refrigeration 

systems are among the most expensive investments we make.   

As the EPA implemented new requirements governing hydrofluorocarbon refrigerants, 

independent grocers raised concerns about whether some timelines adequately reflected the cost, 

technological feasibility and practical realities of replacing supermarket refrigeration systems. 

In addition to a mandate that would force the entire retail grocery industry to switch to 

significantly more expensive and scarce new refrigerants over the span of three years; grocery 

retailers would be compelled to upgrade the refrigeration infrastructure of their stores, as the new 

refrigerants run at a significantly higher pressure than those our industry has used over the past 

two decades. This is a multi-million-dollar expense and one that many independent grocers could 

simply not afford. 

While we are in no way suggesting that rules and regulations designed to help the environment 

should not be pursued, we do urge lawmakers to seriously consider the entire impact.  If small 

businesses cannot afford to comply in the time allowed, they may be forced out of business, thus 

presenting a whole new set of problems. 

We appreciate the EPA’s recent decision to revisit portions of those requirements and provide 

supermarkets with additional flexibility. 

The larger lesson goes beyond refrigeration. Policymakers can pursue important public 

objectives while still considering feasibility, implementation timelines and the cumulative costs 

imposed on small businesses. 

Competition Can Lower Costs 

Congress should also look for opportunities to increase competition in markets where small 

businesses have little negotiating power.  Credit card processing is a prime example. 

Every time a consumer uses a credit card in person or enters a card number online, the merchant 

must pay hidden, non-negotiable processing fees known as “swipe fees” that typically vary 

between 2 and 4 percent of the transaction amount. 

Accepting credit and debit cards is no longer optional for a grocery store, but independent 

retailers have very little ability to negotiate the fees associated with those transactions. In a 

business operating on a 1 to 2 percent margin, those costs matter.  Furthermore, while some 

industries have begun charging customers more to pay by credit card, that practice has not made 

it to the grocery industry, nor do we think it is ideal. 

According to data provided by the NGA, last year alone, U.S. merchants were charged $198.25 

billion to process credit and debit card transactions, an 80% increase since the pandemic. Visa 



and Mastercard, who control approximately 80% of the credit card processing industry, brought 

in $118.8 billion in credit card processing fees alone last year, according to NGA data. 

Competition is the clear answer to this. Visa and Mastercard face no competition in processing 

transactions made with their branded credit cards. They are able to set their own fees and the fees 

charged by issuing banks without any risk of retailers taking their business elsewhere. This is a 

fundamentally broken and anticompetitive system. We urge Congress to take action. 

The Credit Card Competition Act would require the two largest credit card processors, Visa and 

Mastercard, to enable transactions over at least one additional unaffiliated network. These 

networks already process billions of debit card transactions every day. Legislation has been 

introduced in both chambers, S.3623 and H.R. 7035. 

For a small business operator, the principle is straightforward: More competition can provide 

businesses with more choices which can lead to reduced costs for consumers. 

Small Businesses Need a Fair Chance to Compete 

Independent grocers compete every day against some of the largest companies in America. We 

do not expect government to shield us from competition. Competition makes us better, and can 

benefit our customers. However, there is a difference between competing against a larger 

company and competing in a marketplace where size itself can determine the price a retailer pays 

for the same product.  We are not talking about volume discounts, but rather barriers to us simply 

because of who they are and who we are not. 

When very large buyers can use their purchasing power to obtain materially better prices, terms, 

product access or other advantages that are not reasonably available to smaller competitors, 

independent businesses can find themselves competing essentially with one hand tied behind 

their backs. 

That matters not only to grocers, but to consumers and communities that benefit from having 

businesses of different sizes and formats competing for their business. 

The House recently passed the Main Street Competes Act, which would require greater 

examination of how federal antitrust enforcement affects the competitiveness of small 

businesses. The legislation is now before the Senate Judiciary Committee. 

That is an important question for Congress to continue examining.  Small businesses are not 

asking government to guarantee our success. We are asking for a fair opportunity to compete. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, I will refer back to where Town & Country started. 

Wayne Gott began with a dream and a loan from his father. What started as a small general store 

grew over time into a company serving many communities across two states. 



Our story reflects the role entrepreneurs and family-owned businesses have long played in our 

economy. Businesses like ours often start small, grow over generations, add to local economies, 

create jobs and continually reinvest in the communities they serve. 

I have been fortunate to help carry that work forward at Town & Country. Through my 

involvement with independent grocers across the country as part of the NGA, I see that same 

approach every day: Businesses adapting to changing markets, investing in their stores and 

employees, giving back to their communities and finding new ways to meet the needs of their 

customers. 

The challenge for the next generation is making sure that opportunity remains within reach. That 

starts with understanding the realities of operating a small business and recognizing the 

conditions that allow entrepreneurs to start, compete, invest and grow. 

Town & Country is one example of what can happen when a small business has the opportunity 

to grow over time and then seizes upon that opportunity. There are entrepreneurs across the 

country ready to build the next generation of businesses and create opportunities in their own 

communities.  That is a dream we still believe is worth pursuing, 64 years later for Town & 

Country and 250 years later for our country. 

Thank you for the opportunity to share Town & Country’s story and our experience with the 

Committee today. I look forward to any questions you may have. 

 

 


